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ABSTRACT
In order to facilitate research on the coanstruct of

causal attribution, this paper details developmental procedures used
to sinimize previous deficiencies and proposes a new scale. The first
~version of the scal2 vas in ipsative form and provided two basic sets
cf indices: (1) atility, effort, luck, and task difficulty indices in
success and failure conditions: and, by summation, (2) ability,
effort, luck, and task difficulty indices withcut regard to
rerfcra:rce conditions. The present scale wvas developed to eliminate
the statistical probleans inherent in the forced-choiced, ipsative
format of the first version. This revision simulates the criginal
pairing of items across situations. The revised scale was completed
by 71 undergraduate education students and examined as to its
relationship to theilr self-reported ACT scores, grade point averages,
and preferred class assignments. Results indicated: (1) the higher
.the ACT scores are reported to be, the more likely high ability is
perceived as a major reason for success: and (2) the more that
traditional assessment is preferred over short-duratjion, behavioral.
assessment, the more that effort is used to explain success.
Abkreviated fcrms of the initial scale and the revised instrument are

appended. (RI1) '
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v Causal Attribution: A New Scaie Developed to Minimize
Existing Methodological Problems

Kay Sather Bull ~ Jeffrey P. Feuquay

Applied Behavioral Studies - Bureau of Tests and Measurements
Oklahoma State University

As research in the area of causal attribution proliferates, the dis-.
parity of the findings becomes evident. Cohesiveness is lacking in the
data, and there is little support for a general nomological network re-
lated to the.construct. At the core of this problem is the ]ack of an
appropriate instrument which can be used to explore the construct of ~au-
sal attribution. Weiner (1979) has indicated. that individuals responding
to his scale have serious difficulty determining to which attributional
factor statements pertain. In a related issue, Edwards (1957) has indi-
cated that in self-report inventories there is a correlation of .80 to
.90 between the social acceptability of a particular response and the
choice -of that response. Anastasi (1976) has suggested that an ipsative-
type measure is a possible solution to the problems resulting from social
acceptability. However, the use of an ipsative measure creates serious
problems in the arex of data analysis. Specific concerns relating to
multicolinearity have been detailed by Johnston (1972). Prior instrumen-
tation in causal attribution has been deficient in at least one of the
fblloying areas: a) certainty as to the attributionaf categories ref-
erenced, b) control of the effects of social desirability, c) efforts made
to ascertain the degree of intra-individual consistency across situations,
d) research (statistizal) utility due to the use of ipsative measures to
control social desirability. Further, there has been confusion on the
part of researchers and subjects as to whether the frequency or influence
of motives were under investigation. In order to facilitate research on

the construct of causal attribution this paper details developmental
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procedures used to minimize previous deficiencies and proposes & new

scale.

Method

Initially, 198 phrases refering to four attributional categories
(ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck) were generated. Nine gradu-
ate students assigned the phrases to the four attributional categories to

which they believed the phrases belonged. Only items with 100% agreement

were retained:

Insert Table 1 here

One hundred; thirty-four college students.rated the ©3 items on a
one to seven point, Likert-like social acceptability scale. These students
were randomly assigned question stems related to either school; work or
interpersonal situations. Randomization was assured by genérating three
types of stimuli, placing these in consistent order and distributing them
to students in that preset order. Twelve item pairs were created; 5 for
' suécess conditions and 6 for failure conditions. Item pairs selected were
highly correlated (p<0.000) and all within-pair Mean social acceptability
differences were non-significant and less than one scale point. The social
acceptability of each item was ascertained.in school, work, and interper-
sonal situations for both sexes. In creating the two sets of six pairs,
items showing situational or across-sex differences (p <.05) in social
acceptability were excluded.

The 12 pairs were administered to 137 college students and were

again rated on social acceptability. Using a t-test, no significant



withinP3ir tporence® (df'§136, p<-05) 1n Mean social *CCepyyy 1 ity
were founds ang . pai™ Yeng retained for use in the scale. Questio”
stems deSCT10Iny pools MOTk - interpersonal (social) Situaty . were
also retdined, This girst YQpgion of the Scale was in PS3tive o o and
Provided two bagyc set® of ~i"Clices: (1) ability, efforts Tuck, and task
difficulty indices sn 5UCCeSy and failure conditions; and, by Summatio”’
12) abilitys epe 106K Ay task difficulty indices without .. . 4 to
perforﬂ‘a"ce SOngyions- AN Yndices Were additive a5 indicateqy by Tuke_y’s
test for MON~ay dipivity” cm"i)ack alpha reliabiljty estimates ranged from
63 to .83 fop the ﬁrgt set of jpdices and from .63 to -68 Tor the SecO“d
set. TMES€ Tely ity and Aqi¢ivity data were'obtained from g . pi-
fied geachers, An abbre"iat&q gorn OF the initial gcale, "efering +o ONe
of the PNT€€ Syg  ions XMy . in Appendix 1. '

The PreSeny < ca1e " de"e]oped to eliminate the statiSticy, prob1€Mm
inherent 11 the forced,cho'ice‘ ipsative fOMat of the first Verg, =~ This
revisior STMlates the or19Tng, pairing Of Ttems across sifatig, . 710
retain €M op ocial TNy pity, Likert-like jtems Were po. oy
through e USe oc 1etal’®d Ing,  tions to the subjects: IMStry,_yions
and a cOPY OF the oyise® TSty oy may be Found in appendix 1y

The TeVisgy scale was ad’hiniste"ed to 87 undergraduate ed‘;Cation
students’ F e“Qua_y (1979) rep%ted data which indicate that Predyctions
pased of FN€ Tngay e scale “lagety follow those that would be yp ;o ¢ed
from gar-121’s (1978) review Of thé causal attributjon 1iteratun, gean- -
dardizatiom OF p r.3\11‘53‘1 A guamined differences in ATy tions 35
related 0 the oo o pion in “hiep they were made (schools work and inte’"
personal)’ the pe,.forma"ce ®Utegme to which they refered-(success’ faiturels

' of im had (5 . :
the type Pacy they Tneyentials frequent), and the Tlative i
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port of each attributional category employeg (abilit¥s effort, t2sk
difficulty, luck). Those analyses, reported in Feududy ang gull (]979)
indicated differences related to situation, performance oytcomes tyPe
of impact, and attributional category. Therefore. it Was determined
that it would not be appropriate to collapse data 2€T0Ss apy of those
dimensions. It was decided to initially ytjjjze the ScChog] scale to
precipitate investigation of the school-rejated nom010gica] petwork.
Examined was its relationship to individuals' reported ACT scores 9rage
point average (GPA), and prefered class assignments: Additional data

. compared scores obtained on this scale with those 0btained on an alten_
native causal attribution measure. Sixteen gypjectsS Were oxcluded Trop
the analyses due to their returning incomplete data-

Individuals' ACT scores and GPA were obtained through geyf report :
Reported ACT. scores had a mean of 3.3789 ang standard deviation Of
0.4783; GPA had a mean of 19.2083 and standarq devidtion of 4, 2091.
Prefered class assignments were obtained by zcking 1Ndividyais to indj_
cate on a 5-point, Likert-like scale the desirability OF each of 20
types of performance evaluations. A principal factor Analysis without
jteration followed by varimax rotation was used in reducihg the prefs.
erence scale. Five interpretable factors wepe found 23S ingicated in

Table 2. Components of each factor are founq jn ApPendix 1pr.

v
Insert Table 2 hape
__\_/

Results

The higher individuals report their ACT gcores tO be, the more Tike
' . A 4

are they to perceive high ability as a major peason for Success. EffOrt )
is




less often seen as a major reason for success as ACT scores increase,
but effort is more frequently used to explain success. When the indi-
viduals in this study fail, the higher their ACT score tha more influ-
ence lack of effort is seen to have and the less influence the diffi-

culty of the task is perceived to have. (see Table 3)

Insert Table 3 here .

The higLer their reported GPA, the more frequently individuals
say, when successful, that good luck is not a factor and the more fre-
quently they say that the tasks attempted are easy and that they were
capable (ability) of pertforming them. When individuals fail, the
higher their GPA, the less frequently do they say that it is due to
lack of effort or to hard tasks; and the more frequently they attribute
failure to bad luck. The frequency of use of attributions far out-
weighé its infiuence in predicting GPA in this sample (see Table 3).

The more individuals prefer traditional or conventional assess-
ment, the more influential they see effort in success and the more of-
ten they use it as an explanation. As preference for this type of assess-
ment increases, ability is seen to be less influential though more fre-
quently used to explain success. Increased preference for traditional
or conventional forms of assessment is related to perceptions of in-
creased influence of bad luck and decreased influence of lack of effort
when failure occurs; attributions to lack of ability become more fre-
quent.

The higher an individual's preference for short-duration, behav-
ioral assessment, the more influence good luck, effort, and low task

difficulty, and the iess influence ability, are seen to have on success.
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Also as that preference increases, the frequency with which bad luck is
used to explain failure increases.

As preference for unstructured non-test forms of assessment increases,
so0 does the freauency with which success is attributed to the lack of
difficulty of the task. Whether the individual succeeds or fails, lack
of difficulty becomes less influential and ;ffort and good luck more in-
fluential as preference for this form of assessment increases.

Abi]ity'is more frequently usei to explain success and is seen as
more influential in success as preference for non-traditional, longer-
duration forms of assessment increases. Luck also plays an important
role; the influence of bad luck in failure and gcod luck in success
increasing as preference for this type of assessment increases. As
preference increases, attributions to lack of effort become more fre-
quent and the difficulty of the task is seen as less influential in
explaining failure. .

Increased preference for structured, non-test forms of assessment
is related to perceptions of increased influence of good luck and ability
on success. However, attributions of success are frequently made to )
ability alone. As preference for structured, non-tost assessmen’. in-
creases, fai]ﬁre is perceived to be more strongly influenced by and more
frequently due to a lack of effort.

Significant, low, positive, correlations, ranging from .Zé to .25,
were found between an alternative scale and the influence individuals re-
ported ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck as having. These re-

lationships were found for situations in which the individuals succeeded.



Discussion

This scale possesses high content validity; only items which could be
consistently ranked as belonging to specific attribution cated®Tleg ere
ifncluded. The scale is internally consistent within those Ca‘eQQries_
Previous scales have not allowed us to differentiate between the Frequency
with which attributions to given causes are made and the amount of influ-
ence those causes are perceived to have over the outcome of an ®ven, pre-
liminary reséarch on the present scale indicated that frequency Ang jnflu-
ence are indeed different indicators of the ways in which attributions are
utilized. The differences are typified by discrepancies in the attributian
patterns employed for single-occurance events versus multiple-9“Cup,.ce,
ongoing events. This is exemplified by differences in the Prediction of
reported ACT scores and GPA from the present scale. For the'AcTs a goli-
tary event, individuals rely heavily on the influence of ability, task
difficulty, and effort in explaining their success or fajlure. For GPA»
an accumulation of multiple events, the frequency of attribdfions to
ability, task difficulty, and luck is paramount.

Different patterns are also seen in-predicting preference for vary-
ing types of class assignments. At the extremes are indiyidualS Prafer-
ing unstructured, non-test assessment (see Factor 3 in AppendiX III) and
those prefering traditional, conventional assessment (see Facto™ 1 g po-

"pendix III). Persons having high preference for non-test aSS€5Sant could
be characterized as often saying success is due to the easiness Of the
tasks while“ggt feeling that the easiness was really inflyentia! ip their
success. Alternatively, persons haveing high preference for tradigy .1

.assessment could be characterized as often saying that success S dye to

high ability while not feeling that ability was influential in theih suc-
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cess. Both types indicate that the amount of effort expended is very
influential in success.

In success conditions, low, significant, positive correlations were
found for each attributional category between the influence scale and an
alternative attrib tion measure. The meager correlations may reflect
both subjects' confusion as to whether influence or frequency were being
requested and the lack of control over social desireability in the alter-
native scale. One or both problems have existed in the vast majority of
previously developed scales. The pattern of the correlations of this
scale with an alternative attribution measure indicates that individuals
previously may have been reporting the 1nf?uence of varying causes, thus
screeni:y out the frequency with which causes were utilized.

Further research is necessary to demonstrate the r@lationships be-
tween this instrument and other measures of schobl success and failure.
fFurther concurrent and construct validity studies are needed to increase
confidence in uyse of this scale in bredicting behavior based o; both the
frequency -and influence of causal attributions. Additional research is
Peing conducted in the mentioned areas and to examine situational differ-

ences in attribution.
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. Distribution of [tems with Total Agreement

Ability Effort Luck Task

Success 15 17 12 N
Fajlure 12 10 9 9
Table 1

Factor Analysis of Prefered Class Assignments

Factor Assigned Name Eigenvalue % Variance Cumulative %
1 Traditional or conventional assessment 4.075 20.4 20.4
2 Short duration behavioral assessment 2.431 12.2 32.5
3 Unstructured non-test assessment 1.685 8.4 41.0
4 Non-traditional longer duration assess't 1.533 7.7 48.6
5 Structured non-test assessment 1.384 6.9 55.5
Table 2

11




Predicted

Regression Summary Table

2
Variable R df F
ACT .256 10,61 2.10*
GPA .270 11,60 2.02*
AF .288 12,59 1.99*
AF2 .258 10,61 2.13*
AF3 .332 14,57 2.02*
AF4 .304 13,58 1.75*
AFS .206 8,63 2.04*
*P <,.05
Table 3 *
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APPENDIX |
Abbreviated Form of the Initial Scale

On this sheet are four situations. Each of the situations is followed by six pairs
of possible reasons for the situation occurring. —You are to pick the one reason in
each pair that fits YOU best. Indicate your choice by circling ""A" or "B" on each
pair. Remeber, you are describing YOURSELF.

1. When | am successful on an , 3. When i do well on a written
examination, it is mainly assignment, it is mainly
because: because:

A. | really strained at it. OR A. The problems were few OR

B. | am good at it B. | have a talent in that area
A. | used a lot of enery or A. | was fortunate OR

B. The problems were few B. The problems were few

A. | was lucky OR A. | am clever OR
B. | really strained at it B. | was fortunate
A. The problems were few OR A. | really strained at it. OR
B. | have a talent in that area B. | am good at it
A. | was fortunate OR A. | used a lot of energy OR .
B. The problems were few B. The problems were few
A. | am clever OR A. | was lucky OR
B. | was fortunate B. I really strained at it
2. When | do poorly on a 4. When | do poorly on an
written assignment, it is examination, it is mainly
mainly because: because:
A. | am not masterful when it comes to A. | was not careful as usual OR
that OR B. It was a hard task

B. What was required was very difficult A
A. | didn't try very hard OR

A. The funtions were extreme OR B I am not talented in that area
8 .

. Things were unfavorable
-A. | didn't labor with it OR

A. | don't have the aptitude for it OR B. Ididn't have the opportunities
B. | didn't have the opportunities :

A. | am not masterful when it comes
A. | was not as careful as usual OR to that
B. It was a hard task B. What was required was very difficult
A. | didn't try very hard OR A. The funtions were extreme OR
B. | am not talented in that area B. Things were unfavorable
A. | didn't labor with it OR A. | don't have the apoitude for it OR
B. I didn't have the opportunities B. | didn't have the opportunities

14




Appendix 11

Instruct:ons and Revised Instrument

this questionaire is to develop a measurement instrument. You are

The purpose of
Therefore you should not put your name or ID number on

" not being tested or evaluated.
.the answer sheet.

Because we are interest in determining the characteristics of the test, please

answer all questions honestly.

Direstions:

On your answer sheet write ycur age, sex, ACT score and last semester's GPA in the
columns indicated in the example beclow:

\nf. - [ .
:xith erzFx}x- X frix d
cr-Y'vlrr.'rsrgvt:.vlv va¥v ?n?iviu.vlra
Lz}z-zizrz]sz7z}sz;z¥:,zyzﬁzrzL:'z[: 23]
f e = |
. w3 8,
course | . 29 3 STUDENT )
NUMBER {SECT. 3 S NUMBER
- r -
N F A
&
w ——
z2z 2
; 046)sfalel: 26 & 2f{clofofoyo
i sl S. IR YRR RRE
z ol B }3 2y ey123ct3
e3f3tafsaaf: Z . 3{3fs{;
4y 4 F 4] 3} ¢t 2 g?—: % ", N
-. \‘7 A S ey s SPEp 4
ssysyslcs)sie 35 el shztsysisis :
INIFIEINIE zZ = stefelelels
) -1 - C . -
2{24 21 71 =} . ZEREE Y I
.8y3fa2f{3lel: gdafsdcials |
9{sfviviv] 2] ‘l.'9?94? 949
A ___37 ? \Z_. ' NQZ:_.
'CT score J Age GPA last semestéer
Sex For example: code 236 for 2.36
1 for male
2 for female
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On each of the following pages are two situétions. Each of the situations is
followed by pairs of possible reasons for the situations occuring.

Consider each pair of reasons separately and for each reason in the pair indicate
both the amoupt of influence and the frequency that that reason normally would have
in your life.

FOR EXAMPLE
Reason Influence Frequency
) Not a Minor Major Some
‘ reason reason reason NEVER times Always

| really strained at it. 67. A B (¥ D E 69. A B C
I am good at it 68. A B c D E 700 A B C

oo
mm

- For this pair vou would read both reasons and determine how much influence each
would have on you. You would code your response in blocks 67 and 68 of the answer

sheet

You would then determine how frequently each of thos reasons lnfluence you. This
you would code in the next two answer spaces, 69 and 70.

Then you would move on to the next pair of reasons.
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Situation: When | am UNSECCESSFUL In SCHOOL, It Is because:

REASONS

1 was not as careful as usual

it was 3 hard task

try very hard
talented in that area

labor with It
have the opportunities

masterful when It comes to that
required was very difficult

The functions were extreme
Things were unfavorable

| don't have the aptitude for it
i didn't have the opportunities

Influence

Not a Minor  Major
r 4 r
139. A 8 € D E
1%0.A 8 ¢ r E
Not a Minor Major
reason reason reason
3. A B ¢ D E
1%.A 8 ¢ D E
Not a Minor  Major
reason reason reason
47.A 8B ¢ 0 E
148. A B ¢ 0 E
Not a Minor Major
reason r r

151. A B ¢ D E
152. A 8 ¢ D E
Not a Minor  Major
reason reason reascn
155. A 8 ¢ © E
5. A B ¢ D E
Not a Minor Major
reason reason reason
159. A B ¢ D E
160. A B ¢ D E

Never

14i. A
142, A

Never

145. A
146. A

Never

H9. A
150. A

Never

153. A
154. A

Never

157. A
158. A

Never

161. A
162. A

Situation: When | am SECCESSFUL in SCHOOL, it is because:

REASONS

| really strained at It
| am good at It

| used & lot of energy
The problems were few

I was lucky
I really strained at it

The problems were few
I have talent In that area

1 was fortunats
The problzms were few

1 am clever
1 was fortunate

Influence
Not a Minor  Major
reason reason reason
3. B ¢ D E
645. A B ¢ b E
Not a Minor Major
reason reason reason
167.A B . D E
168. A B ¢ D E
Not a Minor  Major
reason reason reason
171. A B ¢ D €
172. A B8 ¢ »bp E
Not a Minor  Major
reason reason reason
175. A 8 ¢ D E
176.A 8 ¢ D E
Not a Mino.  Major
reason reason reason
179. A 8 € D E
180. A B ¢ D E
Not a Minor ﬁajor
r r r
183. A B € D &
185%. A B ¢ D €

F

Never

165. A
166. A

Never

169. A
170. A

Never

173. A
174. A

Never

177. A.
178. A

Never

181. A
182. A

Never

185. A

186. A




Appendix 11

Partial Listing of Assignment Preference Factor Components

Factor 1: Traditicnal or Conventional Assessment

Completion or short answer exam
Group class presentation

_ Individual class presentat:on
Multiple choice exam
True/False exam

Factor 2: Short Duration Behavioral Assessment

Class participation
Individual performance test
Individual term paper

Factor 3: Unstructured Non-Test Assignment
Informal observations by the teacher
Field Experiences

Contract for the grade you want

Factor 4: Nontraditional Longer Duration Assessment

Group performance test
Projects
Contract for the grade you want

Factor 5: Structured Non-Test Assessment

Lab Work
Homcwork

LOADING

.80
.75
.74
.70
.60

LOADING

.84
.78
-.48

LOADING

.83
.68
.54

LOAD ING

.77
.53
Y

LOAD ING

.82
.78



